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If the question of the study of a given subject is made to turn on 
the importance of that subject, or on the number and magnitude of 
the difficulties which the study of that subject presents, or on the 
constantly increasing delight with which its study is attended, or on 
the fact that this subject, of all subjects, stands in need of honest, 
scientific investigation, or on the valuable practical results which will 
follow its investigation, — if we decide to take up or lay down the 
study of a given subject on these grounds, surely no biblical student, 
who has for a moment considered the claims put forth by the subject 
of prophecy, should hesitate to enter upon a close and exhaustive study 
of that topic. 

BUT is it important ? Is it not rather a subject which belongs 
to the past, one which is without relation, out of relation indeed, to the 
real issues of the day? Is it not a subject for "specialists" or 
" cranks " to consider ? Is not time spent upon it practically thrown 
away ? These questions receive an affirmative answer, if not in 
theory, at least in practice, from the great mass of intelligent stu- 
dents. The ^importance of this department of study is quite gener- 
ally conceded. They who concede it would seem to have overlooked 
the part played by Hebrew prophets in the advancement of the king- 
dom of God upon earth ; the direct personal influence which the lives 
and words of these men have exerted upon nations and individuals of 
every age ; the large proportion of Holy Writ which is either proph- 
ecy, or prophecy fulfilled ; the absolute necessity of a knowledge of 
the laws and principles of prophecy for a correct understanding not 
only of the prophetic writings, but of any portion of the Bible ; the 
fact "that no part of Scripture sheds such direct light on experience, 
none so follows the soul through all the windings of a God-forgetting, 
worldly, embittered, repentant, God-seeking life, none so meets and 
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appeals to the soul in every emergency, and has the right word to say 
to every variety of feeling." If the study of the Bible is important, 
then the study of its greatest mystery, prophecy, is important ; and in 
so far as one neglects it, he narrows and perverts his conception of 
God, man and redemption. 



THE difficulties which meet one in the study of prophecy are, it 
must be confessed, great ; and to this fact may well be attributed the 
prevailing tendency to slight it. Prophecy is, for the most part, poetry; 
for the majority of men, poetry is distasteful. It is frequently a 
poetry characterized by obscurity, "full of rapid transitions, obscure 
allusions, highly imaginative representations;" to the majority of men 
that which requires close study is burdensome. We have only frag- 
ments, so to speak, of the original discourses or writings. We are 
occidental ; the prophets were oriental. Historical data, needed for 
the understanding of many portions, are lacking. Of the prophets 
themselves our knowledge is scanty and unsatisfactory. Prophecy, 
like miracles, is a divine mystery, and was not intended to be fully 
understood. These, with other difficulties, constantly present them- 
selves. But these difficulties are those which meet the student of any 
portion of Holy Scripture. And besides, they are difficulties which, 
in great measure, the student may overcome. The " obscure style " 
of the prophets, so frequently referred to, is a style which has charac- 
terized the greatest literary efforts of all ages. What a translation 
presents, in obscure form, is often entirely clear in the original. With 
a proper arrangement of the prophetic writings, with a proper method 
of study, with a proper idea of what prophecy is, and of what the 
prophets were, a large amount of what seems to be unintelligible 
will become clear. Difficulties will doubtless remain ; but what man 
expects to possess himself of all wisdom ? The very existence of 
difficulties should prove an additional incentive to the study. With 
nothing to overcome, study would be a farce, and life a burden. 



We cannot conceive a more interesting, or even fascinating, 
topic for study, than this same subject of prophecy. It has been urged 
against its study that they who take it up are carried away with it, 
and become, too frequently, fanatics. However this may be, it is true 
that once in possession of the leading facts of prophecy, and once im- 
bued with the spirit of prophetic study, the student will find no 
other to surpass it, in the measure of satisfaction which it brings, 
or in the intense interest which it begets. And why should it 
be otherwise ? Is any theme more instructive, more attractive than 
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that of human redemption ? What were the prophets but religious 
teachers? What is prophecy but "religious instruction"? What is 
Messianic prophecy of the Old Testament but "the New Testament 
in the Old — the ever living and developing idea which inspired the 
faith, hope, love of the Old Testament saints, and gave their element- 
ary redemption its sole efficacy and grace"?* To overcome the diffi- 
culties of prophetic study, as has been stated, it is necessary to have 
a proper method of study, and a proper idea of what prophecy is. 
The possession of these is also necessary, and, it may perhaps be 
said, all that is necessary to make the study one of peculiar interest, 
and of special delight. Did a man ever really study prophecy and 
find it uninteresting ? 



Most of all, however, we must emphasize the fact that the sub- 
ject of prophecy stands, to-day, in need of honest and scientific inves- 
tigation ; and that it is a duty resting upon Christian students to take 
up this investigation. Words too strong can scarcely be found to 
describe the methods of procedure employed by those who, at present, 
constitute a vast majority of the body of the students of prophecy. 
Prophecy and prediction, ideas entirely distinct, are confused. All 
prophecy is made predictive. What is not even prophecy, not to 
speak of prediction, is treated as such. Literalism is made supreme, 
and in its service, no inconsistencies of logic, no violation of grammat- 
ical rules, no disregard of historical data are deemed too flagrant, if, 
forsooth, numbers can be figured out satisfactorily. The great mis- 
take, — and the magnitude of it will never be appreciated till the end 
has come, — is the failure to separate the substance of prophecy from 
its form. In other words, the method is superficial, unscientific. It 
works only on the surface, and is compelled to twist these surface-facts 
into consistency with each other. It deals only with the husks, never 
finding the kernel. It fails to discover the great principles lying un- 
derneath, and to employ them. The method has come down from the 
past century, but flourishes now even more vigorously than ever before. 
"The efforts to show the literal fulfillment of the predictions of Daniel, 
in the history of Israel from the exile to the advent, in its dreadful 
inconsistencies of interpretation have so disgraced the science of bib- 
lical interpretation, that it is a marvel that the book has survived such 
cruel manipulation. . . . Predictive prophecy has been made a burden 
to apologetics by the abuse that has been made of it by self-consti- 
tuted defenders of the faith and presumptuous champions of orthodoxy. 



* Briggs' Messianic Prophecy, p. 63. 
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It is necessary that evangelical critics should rescue predictive proph- 
ecy from the hands of those who have made such sad mistakes." 

These words of Professor Briggs are too true. The time has come 
when rational and logical methods in the interpretation of prophecy 
should be employed. Let our critical and scientific students take up 
the work. 



The question of practical results, of the practical use to be made 
of the results of prophetic study, presents itself. This differs from 
the question of importance ; for we may often concede to be impor- 
tant, what does not have, at least directly, a practical issue. Putting 
aside minor points, which might well deserve a presentation, we may 
reduce the whole question to one of fact. Is it of practical importance 
to know the truth t If, as we confidently believe, the prevailing method 
is a false one, will not this error work bad results ? If, as we are equally 
confident, there is a correct method, will not a familiarity with it, a. 
knowledge of it, an employment of it, bring practical advantage ? If 
the adoption of one or the other of two methods affects the meaning 
of three-fourths of the Sacred Scriptures, is it not a practical question 
as to which shall be employed ? It is this very necessity of choice 
which leads so many to throw aside entirely the whole subject. But 
in view of what has been said, the honest, conscientious student can- 
not well afford to do this. The Word of God has been committed to 
our keeping, not to be laid upon the shelf, but to be studied. Surely, 
the Author of the Word must himself have made a serious mistake, 
if he has filled it with so large an amount of useless rubbish, material 
for which so many of us find no practical use. It is possible, on the 
other hand, that it may be we who, in failing to find, or perhaps even 
to search for, a practical use for this large portion of Sacred Writ, have 
made, or are making, the mistake. 



